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NEWS TIPS
ZERO TOLERANCE ROBS SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS OF DISCRETION,
SAYS EXPERT AT THE UNIVERSITY OF DAYTON
A local high school freshman who went directly to his high school office when he
remembered he was carrying a pellet gun in his backpack should not have been punished for
trying to comply with the rules, says a University of Dayton professor of educational
lea<;lership and expert on the issue of zero-tolerance policies.
·
"If you punish kids who try to obey and comply with the rules, what kind of message
does that send? What motivation is there for the student who want to 'fess up' and say 'I made
a mistake'?" asks Charles Russo, the Joseph Panzer Professor of Education in UD's School of
Education and Allied Professions.

Russo's thoughts speak to recent actions by local high school officials who immediately
suspended for 10 days a freshman who voluntarily reported to school authorities when he
realized he'd forgotten to remove an air-powered gun from his backpack at home.
"Zero-tolerance robs administrators of any discretion, and administrators need to use
discretion in dealing with violations," Russo says. "Each situation should be looked at carefully
and treated according to the specific issues involved in the violation. All violations should not
be treated the same."
Russo says punishing a student for trying to comply with the rules can be
counterproductive. He also says United States courts are becoming increasingly less tolerant of
zero-tolerance laws, such as the Ohio law that makes it illegal to have a weapon on school
property, as more students and parents file lawsuits against schools for punishment they feel
exceeds student violations.
Russo co-authored with Timothy Ilg, assistant professor of educational leadership at
UD, "An Alternative Approach to Zero Tolerance Policies" published in the July issue of School
Business Affairs. In the article, Russo and Ilg offer nine points as guidelines to school officials
seeking to develop zero-tolerance policies:
•

Identify as specifically as possible the serious infractions that might result in a zerotolerance policy, and bring accompanying suspensions or expulsions into effect.

•

Clearly spell out discipline procedures for all violations to students and parents.

•

Ensure that students and parents are knowledgeable of the policy regarding improper
student behavior and possible consequences of such behavior. In addition to the student
handbook, the superintendent should send a letter to each student and his or her parent
at the beginning of the school year outlining the policy.

•

Set guidelines for contacting police and state agencies.
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•

List specific weapons covered by the policy, ensuring that administrators have the right
to make the final judgment on whether something is a weapon.

•

List any possible exceptions to the policy. Determine in advance whether the student
will be allowed to self-report if they inadvertently bring a gun to school.

•

Ensure that policies apply to employees and visitors.

•

Review the administrative procedures to guarantee that students procedural and
substantive due process rights are not violated.

•

Ensure that all policies and administrative regulations are followed to the letter of the
law and, by giving each case close individual attention, consider all disciplinary
alternatives before acting.
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For media interviews, call Charles Russo at (937) 229-3722.

